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Omnibus founder John 
Pennie is forming a ee 
new U.S. company. i 


A victim of over-amb 
Omnibus halts operations 


BY KAREN HOWLETT 
The Globe and Mail 


One of Canada’s brightest high-tech stars, 
Omnibus Computer Graphics Inc., closed its 
doors yesterday, the apparent victim of over- 
zealous expansion. 

Omnibus is best known in for its freewheel- 
ing graphic logos that identify the CTV Tele- 
vision Network and the Canadian Broadcast- 
ing Corp. With its dazzling images gracing 
television screens, it was considered a win- 
ner. 

“Operations have ceased, and people have 
been sent home,” said former Omnibus exec- 
utive Joseph Martin. “I'm the only one left 
here,” he said in a telephone interview from 
the company’s Toronto headquarters. 

The office is now occupied by Coopers & 
Lybrand’s bankruptcy and insolvency people 
who are acting as agent for Omnibus’s larg- 
est creditor, the Royal Bank of Canada. 

Another major creditor, meanwhile, has 
laid plans to launch a rival business. Crownx 
Inc. is planning to set up a production compa- 
ny to make television commercials under the 
guiding hand of William Kennedy, a vice- 
President of the Toronto-based conglomerate 
who earlier spearheaded an attempt to res- 
cue Omnibus. 

Mr. Kennedy took the helm of Omnibus in 
mid-March from John Pennie, founder and 


former president. But he resigned four weeks 
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later after Crownx and the Royal Bank failed 
to agree on a plan for restructuring Omni- 
bus’s crippling debt of $30-million. 

Mr. Kennedy said in a telephone interview 
that he was approached by a group, including 
former Omnibus employees in California, 
with the idea of launching a new company. “ 
don’t want people to be misled (into thinking) 
that Crownx is attempting to take advantage 
of the circumstances around Omnibus’s fail- 
ure,” he said. “We did everything we could to 
help that company survive.” 

But its ambitions extended well beyond this 
country. Omnibus aspired to become the 
world’s biggest and best computer graphics 
company, thirsting after the glitz and glamor 
of Hollywood. Last year, it ventured south to 
California and acquired two competitors — a 
move in retrospect that may be seen as ill- 
fated. 

With Digital Productions, its largest com- 
petitor in motion pictures and broadcasting, 
and Robert Abel & Associates, which does 
television commercials, under its corporate 
belt, the company boasted that it had built a 
sprawling empire with offices in New York, 
California and Toronto. Omnibus even boldly 
predicted that sales would more than triple to 
$55-million this year and that its profit would 
more than double. 

In the process, the company won many 
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Signs of financial trouble 
date back to acquisitions 
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backers, including the wealthy 
David Hennigar. His family, the 
Jodreys of Hantsport, N.S., controls 
both Crownx and National Sea Prod- 
ucts Ltd. of Halifax, major credi- 
tors of Omnibus. 

But in the wake of the six-year- 
old company’s demise, former 
employees are almost in a state of 
shock, saying the failure never 
should have happened. “Mistakes 
were made,” said one who asked 
not to be named. “But this company 
could have been the best in the 
world.” 

Still, she added wistfully, “it’s not 
going to go away,” referring to the 
computer graphics business and the 
wealth of talent it attracted. Execu- 
tives in the film and entertainment 
industry are also reeling, concerned 
that Omnibus’ problems will taint 
them. 

“It had everything going for it 
that said success,” a rival said. “It 
will hurt the whole industry because 
it was a public company that prom- 
ised to do something,” he said. “It 
promised the whole world and it 
failed miserably.” 

Signs of trouble date back to the 
acquisitions. Omnibus paid $25.6- 
million for Digital and Abel. What is 
inexplicable to many observers is 
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Baron Moving & 
Warehousing 


Brian Snider 

The Baillargeon Group of Com- 
panies is pleased to announce the 
recent appointment of Mr. Brian 
Snider to the position of Vice Presi- 
dent and General Manager of the 
Household Goods Moving & Storage 
Division. Mr. Snider joined Baron 
Moving in 1972 as Branch Controller, 
and held progressive positions lead- 
ing to this recent promotion. This 
new position of Chief Operating Offi- 
cer is a commitment by the Baillar- 
geon Group of Companies to the 
growth of its Specialized Transpor- 
tation Division. Baron 


why the company paid a substantia] 
amount over fair-market value for 
two companies widely known to be 
in financial trouble. Asked about 
reports that Digital and Abel were 
on the brink of bankruptcy, Mr. 
Martin said: “They were in trouble. 
They had been all along.” 

Since the acquisitions, sales have 
fallen far short of forecasts, which 
left the company with not enough 
funds to meet expenses. In fact, 
former employees in California did 
not get their pay cheques for the 
last two weeks on the job. Those in 
Toronto were paid. 

Former employees were shocked 
when negotiations between the bank 
and Crownx fell apart. They knew 
there were problems but they 
viewed Mr. Kennedy’s arrival as a 
positive sign. “He was really a 
breath of fresh air,” one said. “He 
looked at the business, and he said, 
‘this is what we need to do.’ ” 

What Mr. Kennedy needed to do, 
quite simply, was raise more mon- 
ey. Because of Omnibus’s working 
capital deficiency, it was already in 
default of certain loan covenants 
with the Royal, which it owes $9.8- 
million. 

What happened during those fran- 
tic hours of negotiations before the 
bank ultimately took steps on April 
16 to enforce its security, was that 
Omnibus simply couldn’t raise the 
$5-million it needed immediately to 
remain in business. But even those 
close to the situation are quick to 
say that the bank should not be seen 
as the “bad guy” who put Omnibus 
under. 

“We said we would put up more 
money if other parties came to the 
table,” said a Royal Bank official. 
With no other willing participants, 
however, he said: “We couldn't 
justify putting a lot more money in 
at this time.” 

The bank could ultimately end up 
worse off for not extending more 
funds. It has first call on Omnibus’s 
Cray supercomputer, which, ac- 
cording to ballpark estimates is 
worth only $2-million (U.S.). “It’s 
worth what the market will pay,” 
the bank official said. He conceded, 
however, that the Royal had not yet 
found anyone to give it an appraisal. 

“They could lose 75 per cent of 
their loan value,” said Gordon 
Cummings, president of National 
Sea. Still, he is sympathetic to why 
the bank found it difficult to go 
along with a plan that would have 
called for it to convert its debt into 
equity in Omnibus. 

“They’re not equity holders,” Mr. 
Cummings said. ‘‘They’re debt lend- 
ers. There’s no doubt we asked the 
bank to do something out of the 
ordinary. We were asking the bank- 
ers to stick their neck an awful long 
way out.” 
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